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How can governments and nonprofits design aid programs that
afford dignity and facilitate beneficial outcomes for recipients? We
conceptualize dignity as a state that manifests when the stigma
associated with receiving aid is countered and recipients are
empowered, both in culturally resonant ways. Yet materials from
the largest cash transfer programs in Africa predominantly
characterize recipients as needy and vulnerable. Three studies
examined the causal effects of alternative aid narratives on cash
transfer recipients and donors. In study 1, residents of low-income
settlements in Nairobi, Kenya (N = 565) received cash-based aid
accompanied by a randomly assigned narrative: the default deficitfocused “Poverty Alleviation” narrative, an “Individual Empowerment” narrative, or a “Community Empowerment” narrative. They
then chose whether to spend time building business skills or
watching leisure videos. Both empowerment narratives improved
self-efficacy and anticipated social mobility, but only the “Community Empowerment” narrative significantly motivated recipients’
choice to build skills and reduced stigma. Given the diverse settings in which aid is delivered, how can organizations quickly identify effective narratives in a context? We asked recipients to
predict which narrative would best motivate skill-building in their
community. In study 2, this “local forecasting” methodology outperformed participant evaluations and experimental pilots in accurately ranking treatments. Finally, study 3 confirmed that the
narrative most effective for recipients did not undermine donors’
willingness to contribute to the program. Together these studies
show that responding to recipients’ psychological and sociocultural realities in the design of aid can afford recipients dignity
and help realize aid’s potential.
poverty

aid may often be a source of shame rather than of dignity (6).
Synthesizing previous research (7–9), we propose that dignity in
the receipt of aid requires the dual process of mitigating stigma
and promoting empowerment, both in culturally responsive ways.
In the context of cash transfers in sub-Saharan Africa, we compare a default deficit-focused aid narrative to two locally tailored
alternatives and examine their effects on a set of outcomes that
underpin dignity. These include recipients’ choice to develop
relevant business skills, self-efficacy to accomplish important life
goals, hope for a better future, and feelings of stigma. Further, to
develop methods for identifying effective aid narratives efficiently, we asked participants to predict our primary behavioral
outcome of skills building, and we compare this method of local
forecasts to common methods used to inform intervention
design—experimental pilots and self-reported evaluations.
The receipt of aid can often be both implicitly and explicitly
stigmatizing. It is inherently an interaction across a status divide
in which wealthier people or groups give to poorer people or
groups. Receiving help can convey social devaluation, generate
shame, and diminish feelings of personal efficacy (10, 11). Common
stigmatizing narratives of poverty can reinforce this devaluation (6).
In Western settings, poverty is often attributed to negative individual dispositions (e.g., laziness) instead of situational factors (12).
Significance
A new era of international development aspires to increase the
dignity and capabilities of people in poverty. Yet narratives
accompanying aid often reinforce stigmatizing views of those
in poverty as deficient in their circumstances or ability. We find
that typical deficit-focused narratives risk undermining the
very goals of aid—to empower recipients to pursue their goals
and experience dignity rather than shame. In contrast, narratives crafted to counter stigma and leverage culturally resonant forms of agency enhance recipients’ beliefs in themselves
and investment in their skills, without reducing donor support.
As models of agency differ across sociocultural contexts, program designers need tools for identifying effective narratives.
We present “local forecasting” as a particularly efficient
methodology for this need.
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Restoring human dignity to its central place...sets off a profound
rethinking of economic priorities and the ways in which societies care
for their members, particularly when they are in need.
Banerjee and Duflo, Good Economics for Hard Times (2019)
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very year, millions of people living in low-income countries
are recipients of over $100 billion dollars in aid assistance
(1). According to the 2020 Sustainable Development Goals, a
primary aim of aid is to reduce poverty while empowering people
to “fulfill their potential in dignity and equality” (2). Similarly,
development economist Amartya Sen has emphasized that development is about more than economic growth: It should enable
individuals to live in society without shame while increasing their
freedoms to realize their goals and develop their capabilities (3).
We propose that the realization of aid’s potential to afford such
dignity, and to avoid inadvertent harm, depends critically on how
aid is represented in a given cultural context.
In addition to material support, aid necessarily offers recipients a narrative about who they are and how they are seen—
including their capabilities, future prospects, and social status (4,
5). Despite the best of intentions, the narratives that accompany
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In African settings, poverty is often attributed to bad luck, which
makes a person less able to contribute to their family or community
(6, 13, 14). Both narratives represent those living in poverty as
deficient, whether in ability or in circumstance.
Stigmatizing narratives around poverty and aid can impose
psychological, behavioral, and economic costs by undermining
recipients’ beliefs in their capabilities to realize their goals (6, 8,
9, 15). For instance, experimental research in the United States
finds that the stigma associated with poverty and welfare can
cause recipients to forgo public benefits (9). If aid communications invoke such deficit-focused narratives, or merely fail to
counter them in culturally resonant ways, this implication may
undermine the aspiration of aid to empower.
In a dual process model of dignity, we theorize that representing aid not as a remedy for deficiency but, instead, as an
opportunity to realize one’s capabilities and culturally resonant
goals can mitigate these costs and advance recipients’ behavioral
and psychological outcomes. Research with minoritized groups
in the United States suggests that a combined approach of simultaneously reducing stigma and showcasing strengths, particularly identity-specific strengths, is a promising strategy for promoting
social equity (7). In the context of welfare, in-depth qualitative
research on the US cash transfer program called the “Earned
Income Tax Credit” (EITC)—a name that recognizes recipients’
effort and responsibility—revealed that recipients felt more hope
and less shame in receiving support from this program than from
another cash transfer program called “Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families”—a name that highlights neediness and low socioeconomic status (16). The authors find that recipients perceive
the EITC as empowering them to invest in their economic future,
notably through pursuing educational opportunities, and as providing a sense of social inclusion rather than low status (16).
Beyond program names, aid narratives are communicated
through detailed mission statements, which are often conveyed
to participants verbally or through program materials and eligibility statements. As a preliminary review of current aid communications, we cataloged the mission statements of the 30 largest
cash transfer programs in Africa, many of which were financially
supported by Western-led institutions (SI Appendix, section S1).
We find that the default aid communication (97% of mission
statements) indeed portrays poverty as deficiency, highlighting
recipients’ helplessness, scarcity, and low socioeconomic position
(e.g., “vulnerabilities,” “hardship,” and “the poor”). A typical
statement described the objective of aid as being “to reduce extreme hunger and vulnerability of the poorest.” However, many
statements (60%) also included language focused on empowerment, highlighting the assets, aspirations, and potential of recipients (e.g., “resilience,” “growth,” and “human capital”). About
half of empowerment-focused narratives (44%) additionally tapped into community-based goals and processes, which can be
particularly important to low-income communities (17). For example, one explained that the program objectives included “releasing the productive capacities of people and offering solutions
adapted to their needs” and “improving community livelihood
assets.”
People living in poverty certainly experience “hardship” and
are “vulnerable.” Yet, as this variability reveals, aid communications need not highlight deficits and can instead emphasize the
potential and resilience of recipients as individuals and/or as
members of communities. Does it matter which narrative an
organization uses?
Here, we examine the causal effects of aid narratives in a lowincome country, as billions of aid dollars are distributed annually
in these contexts. While we presume it is important that aid
serves as a source of empowerment generally, what empowerment means and how to convey it effectively differs across sociocultural contexts. In Western, educated, industrialized, rich,
and democratic (WEIRD) contexts, people tend to adhere to
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independent models of agency that emphasize individual attributes, autonomy, self-expression, the fulfillment of personal aspirations, and free choice (18, 19). In non-WEIRD, low-income
contexts, however, agency often takes a more interdependent form,
emphasizing relationships, social coordination, the promotion of
one’s in-group, and the fulfillment of obligations (20–23). Both
models reflect the circumstances of people’s lives. Independent
models are afforded by relative financial independence and are
fostered by entrepreneurial environments that promote personal
initiative (24). In low-income contexts, where people’s financial
fate is tightly linked to others, an interdependent model of agency
is functional and often preferred (22, 23, 25).
Previous research suggests that narratives that match, and thus
resonate with, the models of agency common within a recipient’s
cultural context will advance dignity most effectively (7, 23, 26,
27). In the low-income, urban Kenyan context examined in the
present research, we posit that people are likely to have a strong
sense of interdependence and shared fate with close others that
is common in much of the non-WEIRD world, especially in lowincome settings (22, 28). At the same time, many people may
also have an awareness of and practice with a type of independent agency more common in urban settings (29). In one
study, for example, although Kenyans displayed more interdependent understandings of themselves than Americans (describing
themselves relatively more by their roles and memberships),
workers in urban Nairobi also showed more independent selfunderstandings than workers in rural Kenya (describing themselves relatively more by their personal characteristics) (30). Our
participants were residents of informal settlements of Kibera and
Kawangware in Nairobi, Kenya, where houses and businesses are
intermingled and densely packed. In such constrained settings,
people often coordinate, in interdependent ways, to achieve their
goals and share resources to cope with financial shocks (21, 31).
Most residents also operate small, self-run businesses, exercising
independent initiative to make a living in the competitive informal
economy (32). Nairobi is moreover a globalizing metropolis with
access to Western cultural influences and practices that showcase
independent agency.
Thus, we compare narratives that invoke interdependent and
independent models of agency against a deficit-focused narrative
on recipients’ economic behaviors, namely business skills building, and psychological outcomes. The mix of cultural influences
in this context suggests that both empowerment narratives may
provide positive impacts on self-beliefs; yet, if interdependent
ideas and practices are predominant, only the interdependent
narrative that addresses relationality may fully resonate and thus
advance recipients’ dignity and choice to invest in their economic
capabilities.
In study 1, we manipulate aid narratives and examine their
consequences for the behavior and psychological experience of
low-income residents in Nairobi. In study 2, we compare methods to identify the aid narratives that will be most effective in a
given sociocultural context. In study 3, we test whether the most
empowering narratives for recipients can maintain the donor
support that is the basis of aid.
Study 1: Experimental Impacts of Aid Narratives on
Recipients
We conducted a laboratory study with individuals in Nairobi,
Kenya to assess the immediate behavioral and psychological effects of aid narratives in a controlled setting. Residents of the
low-income urban settlements of Kibera and Kawangware (N =
565) received a small, unconditional cash transfer of 400 Kenyan
shillings (KES) ($4), equivalent to approximately 2 days’ wages.
The sample was 63% female with an average age of 33. About
half of recipients (46%) did not have $10 in savings. While 87%
had completed primary school, only 9% were formally employed,
and 33% were unemployed. A majority worked in the informal
Thomas et al.
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Recipients’ Psychological Outcomes and Economic Behavior. Given
that small businesses represent the main means of economic
development available to participants, the primary behavioral
outcome assessed recipients’ choice to develop their business
skills for expanding microenterprises. After responding to selfreport measures (below), recipients were shown a laminated
sheet that presented screenshots of six videos and asked to select
which two they would like to watch at the end of the survey. This
measure was modeled after challenge-seeking measures commonly used in studies of growth mindset (cf. ref. 33 and SI Appendix, section S2). Two videos depicted teachers explaining
relevant business skills: ways to finance expansions of a self-run
business and math skills for business management. The other
four were leisure videos selected to appeal to a wide range of
people in the community, including a Nigerian movie trailer with
a famous actor, soccer highlights, and two well-known comedy
groups.
As shown in Fig. 1, participants randomized to receive aid
from the Community Empowerment Organization chose to watch
significantly more business skills videos (MCommunity = 1.38) than
participants randomized to the Poverty Alleviation Organization
(MPoverty = 1.20, d = 0.25, P = 0.014). The Individual Empowerment condition (MIndividual = 1.33) differed directionally from the
Poverty Alleviation condition, but this comparison did not reach
significance (d = 0.19, P = 0.078). The two empowerment conditions did not differ (d = −0.06; P = 0.569). Descriptively, recipients
of the Poverty Alleviation Organization chose a business video as
their first-choice video 60% of the time, as compared to 68% and
74% of recipients assigned to the Individual Empowerment and
Community Empowerment Organizations, respectively (for histograms of the video selection outcome, see SI Appendix, Fig. S1).
In East African settings, social stigma often arises from a
perceived failure to live up to social expectations and roles (6).
Therefore, we assessed anticipated negative evaluations from
others (e.g., “How much do you feel that other people in Kenya
make judgments about you based on your economic status?”, “In
this moment, how much do you feel like a good family member,
whatever that means to you?” [reverse]; five items; 1 = Not at all,
5 = Completely). Relative to the Poverty Alleviation message
(MPoverty = 2.56), only the Community Empowerment message
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Fig. 1. Effects of empowerment-focused aid narratives on choice to build business skills, self-efficacy to accomplish life goals, anticipated social mobility, and
stigma. Behavioral and psychological outcomes by experimental condition in study 1 (N = 565). Each panel presents conditional means with 95% confidence
intervals. (A) Skills building is the number of business skills (versus leisure) videos participants selected to watch out of two. (B) Self-efficacy, anticipated social
mobility, and stigma are captured through survey items (SI Appendix, section S2 has details). The range on the y axis on each panel represents ∼0.5 SD around
the mean. The * denotes significance at the 0.05 level, and the † at the 0.10 level.
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outcomes. Statistical analyses were preregistered (SI Appendix,
section S2). The results presented below are robust to multiple
inference adjustments and alternative specifications that include
covariates.

economy; in particular, 41% ran their own small business. Recipients’ median earnings were $60 per month, or $2 per day (SI
Appendix, Table S1). Eligible participants were members of the
participant pool of the Busara Center for Behavioral Economics,
were residents of Kibera and Kawangware, and owned a phone
with a personal M-Pesa mobile money account.
Given low levels of literacy in this population, participants
were led through the study in Swahili or English, per their preference, by one of 18 enumerators who were blind to our hypotheses. To measure the causal effect of aid communications, we
randomly assigned recipients to listen to one of three brief audio
messages describing the aid and giving institution through headphones. These audio messages were designed based on the mission statements of actual cash transfer programs (SI Appendix,
section S1) and on verbal scripts and billboards of local aid programs that describe their services to recipients. They were additionally informed by a theoretical understanding of and extensive
pilot work on models of agency and stigma in this population. To
ensure the validity of our randomization, we tested for balance on
gender, age, educational level, and unemployment status between
our treatment groups (SI Appendix, Table S3). No difference between groups for any variable was significant at the 5% level.
The first narrative attributed the cash to the Poverty Alleviation Organization, which had the goal of “reducing poverty and
helping the poor meet their basic needs.” This message reflected
the most common aid narrative seen in cash transfer mission
statements (SI Appendix, section S1). It highlighted financial
scarcity, recipients’ need for assistance, and low socioeconomic
status.
The two other narratives focused on empowerment, drawing
on sociocultural understandings of agency. The Individual Empowerment Organization had the goal of “enabling individuals to
pursue personal goals and become more financially independent.” This narrative promotes a Western ideal of independent
agency, emphasizing recipients’ capacity for achieving self-direction,
independence, and personal aspirations. The Community Empowerment Organization had the goal of “enabling people to support
those they care about and help communities grow together.” This
narrative highlights interdependent agency, emphasizing recipients’
capacity to contribute to their community, to help those they care
about, and to advance collectively.
After hearing the audio message, recipients were asked additional questions that reinforced the message themes, including
listing uses the cash was intended for and giving the funds a
name. Next, they were led through self-report and behavioral
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(MCommunity = 2.43)—which addressed interpersonal and community relationships—significantly mitigated stigma (d = −0.22,
P = 0.024). The effects of the Individual Empowerment condition on stigma (MIndividual = 2.51) did not differ from either the
Poverty Alleviation condition (d = −0.08, P = 0.459) or the
Community Empowerment condition (d = 0.14, P = 0.173).
Reduced fears about negative evaluations were echoed in recipients’ open-ended reports. To understand these fears in
greater depth, we asked recipients to describe “how others would
view you” as a recipient of aid, asking for up to three different
thoughts. In an exploratory analysis, we examined the proportion
of recipients’ responses that reflected worries about negative
evaluations, such as being seen as “inategemea msaada” (dependent on aid), “mchoyo” (selfish), “kukosa tumaini” (hopeless), or
subject to “wivu” (jealousy). We compared these with the proportion of anticipated positive, neutral, or ambiguous evaluations,
such as being seen as “mwenye bahati” (lucky) or “anaye wajibika”
(responsible). In the Poverty Alleviation condition, over half of
recipients’ responses on average described negative evaluations
from others (MPoverty = 50.79%); in contrast, the Community
Empowerment and Individual Empowerment messages reduced
these worries, causing recipients to anticipate proportionally fewer
negative evaluations from others (MCommunity = 43.07%,
d = −0.23, P < 0.001; MIndividual = 46.65%, d = −0.12, P = 0.043;
interrater reliability κ = 0.75). Those in the Community Empowerment condition anticipated marginally, although not significantly, fewer negative evaluations than those in the Individual
Empowerment condition (d = −0.10, P = 0.076).
We also assessed recipients’ self-efficacy to accomplish important life goals and anticipated social mobility, which are robust predictors of economic behavior (34). Self-efficacy is the
belief in one’s capabilities to achieve personal goals. Research
finds that higher self-efficacy motivates individuals to set higher
goals and pursue them with greater persistence and less anxiety
(35). Because it supports individuals’ realization of their goals
and development of human capital, self-efficacy has been situated as an important component of economic development (34).
We assessed self-efficacy using five items (e.g., “In this moment,
how much do you feel in control of your financial situation, such
as your success in your business or employment, or other income
generating activities?”; 1 = Not at all, 5 = Completely). Anticipated social mobility—recipients’ expectations for achieving a
better socioeconomic future—has been found to promote futureoriented economic behaviors, including increased investment in
business and in education (36). We assessed an adapted version
of the MacArthur Subjective Social Status ladder, where recipients estimated where they would stand in 2 y (10-point scale) (37).
Both the Community Empowerment message (MCommunity =
3.38, d = 0.26, P = 0.010) and the Individual Empowerment
message (MIndividual = 3.36, d = 0.23, P = 0.028) increased recipients’ self-efficacy relative to the Poverty Alleviation message
(MPoverty = 3.20). Both also increased anticipated social mobility
(MCommunity = 6.00, d = 0.23, P = 0.018; MIndividual = 6.17, d =
0.33, P = 0.003; MPoverty = 5.58). The two Empowerment conditions did not differ on either self-efficacy (d = −0.03; P =
0.768) or anticipated social mobility (d = 0.09; P = 0.363).
While participants invested and believed more in their capabilities with the empowerment messages, we found no change in
gross measures of affect (e.g., “feel bad or good,” “feel embarrassed”; four items; five-point scale). After receiving cash aid,
recipients reported feeling uniformly positive across conditions
(MPoverty = 3.90; MIndividual = 3.95, d = 0.09, P = 0.391; MCommunity =
3.95, d = 0.09, P = 0.390). We also saw no significant effects on
recipients’ choice to save KES 0, 100, or 200 of the transfer
amount with the survey firm over 2 wk, with an interest rate of
50% (MPoverty = 96.83; MIndividual = 103.45, d = 0.08, P = 0.454;
MCommunity = 106.44, d = 0.11, P = 0.258).
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Study 2: Methodological Tools for Identifying Effective
Interventions
In study 1, the narrative that drew on interdependent sociocultural models of agency (19, 23, 27) was most effective in motivating investment in business skills building. The narratives used
in study 1 were developed with extensive pilot work and evaluated in a well-powered experiment. But designing and conducting such experiments to identify effective narratives is costly in
time and money, and in at least some applied contexts may be
prohibitively so for policymakers and program designers. Furthermore, program designers and researchers may often want to
explore and iterate upon several messages with a given population,
especially those that tap into culturally specific psychosocial processes. In this section, we turn to the challenge of developing lowcost methodological tools to rapidly identify effective aid messages
in a local context.
A growing literature demonstrates that aggregating individual
predictions provides an efficient means for identifying the relative effects of social science interventions (38, 39). Much of the
current evidence on such “forecasting” aims to estimate the
potential for scientific replicability (40, 41). We suggest that this
method can also be used to predict which interventions could be
most effective in a given cultural context, and thus promising to
test. We assess incentivized "local forecasts", or predictions of an
experimental outcome by members of the local population who
are the intended policy or intervention recipients. While past
research finds that aid recipients are inaccurate in predicting
their own, individual counterfactual outcomes from a program
(42, 43), we examine whether they can accurately predict specific
behavioral effects of programs on aggregate others in their local
community. We compare the accuracy of local forecasts in predicting our behavioral results to two common strategies used to
inform policy and intervention design: recipient evaluations and
small-scale experimental pilot tests.
Recipient Evaluations. Program designers commonly ask recipients
to evaluate programs as a means to gain insight into recipients’
experiences and program effectiveness (44). Recipient evaluations are simple to collect and low-cost. Yet even as pilot participants can provide insight into their representation of and
psychological response to particular materials (15, 45), selfreport evaluations of a program may not accurately track effectiveness (42, 43). Indeed, despite the significant differential effects of the three aid narratives on both behavior and psychology,
we found no difference in recipients’ overall evaluation of the aid
organization (e.g., “Overall, do you like or dislike the organization’s message you heard?”; two items; five-point scale; MPoverty =
4.57; MIndividual = 4.54, d = −0.05, P = 0.613; MCommunity = 4.55,
d = −0.03, P = 0.762). In the case of aid, recipients may provide
consistently positive evaluations primarily because they receive
needed resources. They may also withhold criticism for fear of
jeopardizing future aid.
Local Forecasts. A second methodology is to ask participants to
forecast other people’s behavioral responses, which research on
indirect questioning suggests may be less subject to social desirability than asking about personal experiences (46). At the end
of study 1, we provided a brief description of each of the three
aid organization messages and asked participants to predict how
many people out of 10 in their community would on average
choose a business video as their top choice, out of the six options
we provided, in response to each message (SI Appendix, section
S5 has details).
How do forecasts of behavioral responses compare to the
actual (observed) experimental results for each condition? We
find that forecasts closely follow the observed ordering of conditions (Fig. 2A). The predicted proportion of recipients selecting a business video as their top choice in the Poverty Alleviation
Thomas et al.

Forecasts vs. Experimental Pilots. A third common approach to
intervention selection is to conduct experimental pilot tests in an
attempt to approximate the impacts of the program when scaled.
Because of limited budgets and the need to move quickly, pilots
are often very small: N = 30 is a commonly recommended sample
size per condition (47, 48). Yet, small samples can lead to unreliable estimates (49). To compare experimental pilots and local
forecasts, we ran simulations of the intervention effects from
bootstrapped samples of the experimental and forecast data. We
took 10,000 bootstrapped samples of sizes N = 30 to 150 (i.e., N =
10 to N = 50 per condition on average) from our full sample of 565
participants. We calculated the accuracy of the two methods at
each sample size by their deviation from the observed experimental
results.

A

B

Comparison of forecasts to experimental results

Fig. 2B shows that forecasts more accurately predicted the
observed experimental results: i.e., had lower absolute error,
compared to equivalently sized “simulated experimental pilots”
below approximately N = 120 (see SI Appendix, Fig. S2 for distributional comparisons of coefficient estimates at N = 50, 100,
and 150). For instance, in examining the results for the Community Empowerment condition, the mean prediction from 30
forecasters was on average approximately as accurate as the
mean effect generated from experimental pilots with four times
the number of respondents (i.e., 120 respondents in total, or
about 40 respondents per condition). Forecasts of the Individual
Empowerment condition outperformed simulated experimental
pilots even more strongly.
Why were forecasts more accurate than experimental pilots at
small-to-moderate sample sizes? Although forecasts do not assess actual behavior, they afford other advantages. For instance,
forecasts may be less sensitive to idiosyncratic error than small
pilots, which reflect individual behavioral responses; in the behavioral outcome in study 1, participants who had already seen a
given soccer highlight or who already knew a particular business
skill would be unlikely to watch that video. By contrast, forecasts
allow individuals to integrate over all people in their community,
estimating the average response. Consistent with this interpretation, further analyses suggest that a primary advantage that
forecasts had over experimental pilots was that they exhibited
less variability in estimating intervention effects at smaller sample sizes, while maintaining reasonable accuracy (SI Appendix,
Fig. S2). Local forecasts may be a valuable new tool for
informing intervention design and selection.

Accuracy of forecasts versus simulated experimental pilots
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Fig. 2. Forecasted and observed experimental effects on the skills building video selection outcome across the three aid narrative conditions. (A) Forecasts
rank conditions in the same manner as the observed experimental results. The first three bars denote the observed proportion (Prop.) of participants from
study 1 (N = 565) who selected a business video as their first choice with 95% confidence intervals around the mean. The second three bars depict participants’
forecasts of these experimental results for all three conditions. The * denotes significance at the 0.05 level. (B) With respect to accuracy, simulations (Sim.)
show that forecasts (dashed lines) provide more accurate effect size estimates than experimental pilots (solid lines) in small to moderate sample sizes.
Simulations were generated from bootstrapped samples of forecasts and from behavioral responses drawn from the full study sample (N = 565). The y axis is
the average negative absolute difference (error) between the simulated intervention effect from forecasts or experimental pilots and the observed experimental results. All else equal, this accuracy measure penalizes higher variance predictions. The lines are locally smoothed averages of 10,000 coefficient
estimates from each bootstrapped sample of size N = 30 to 150. The slope of the experimental pilot lines reflects the convergence of effects from the
bootstrapped samples to the full-sample experimental effects as the sample size and statistical precision increase. Ind., Individual; Com., Community.
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condition (MForecast(Poverty) = 0.580) was significantly lower than
in either empowerment conditions, and the Community Empowerment condition was predicted to motivate the greatest
proportion of recipients (MForecast(Individual) = 0.622, P = 0.001;
MForecast(Community) = 0.632, P < 0.001) (Fig. 2A and SI Appendix,
Table S29). The results were robust to controlling for forecasters’
condition assignment.
In open-ended responses, participants explained their predictions by invoking widely held models of agency, or understandings of why and how people act. One participant said, “If you tell
people you are empowering them, they will feel motivated to
watch an economic skills video, but if you tell them that they are
poor, they will have no confidence and will lose hope and
therefore choose fun videos” (translation to English).
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Study 3: Experimental Impacts of Aid Narratives
on Donations
Aid is a two-part process. If deficit-focused narratives successfully garner more support from donors, this could be a reason to
retain them. To investigate the links between aid narratives and
donor support, a third study used the three aid messages from
study 1 to solicit donations in a large, online sample of 1,367
participants in the United States via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(SI Appendix, Table S2 lists sociodemographics). This sample
size provides 80% power to detect an effect size of d = 0.19. The
average annual income of respondents was approximately $57,000,
and 47% had previously donated to an international charity.
We randomized participants to read one of the three aid organization messages from study 1. Each message was accompanied by accurate sociodemographic information about recipients
and information about the cash transfer. Participants were then
told they had been entered into a lottery to win a $100 reward.
They were asked how much, if any, of the reward they would like
to donate, should they receive it, to the aid organization. Such
lottery incentives are widely used in economics and have been
shown to correlate with single real-stake decisions (38, 50).
Participants donated an average of $37 from the lottery incentive. There was no difference in donation amount in response
to either empowerment message as compared to the Poverty
Alleviation message (MPoverty = $36.6; MIndividual = $35.2, d =
−0.05, P = 0.484; MCommunity = $39.0, d = 0.07, P = 0.259); the
Community Empowerment message generated marginally more
support than the Individual Empowerment message (d = 0.12,
P = 0.070). Examining the proportion of participants who made
any donation, the Community Empowerment message motivated
slightly more people to donate (MCommunity = 85.7%) than the
Individual Empowerment message (MIndividual = 80.8%) (d =
0.13, P = 0.047); neither empowerment condition differed from
the Poverty Alleviation condition (MPoverty = 81.8%, dCommunity =
0.10, P = 0.110; dIndividual = −0.03, P = 0.691) (SI Appendix, Fig.
S3). Thus, if anything, the Community Empowerment message
generated marginally more support and more supporters. There
was no evidence that the messages interacted with demographic
features often predictive of donating, including previous giving,
gender, income level, education level, or political affiliation.
These results suggest that the narratives that prioritize cash
recipients’ perspective and outcomes need not sacrifice donor
support. These findings may be limited to a specific type of aid:
here, cash transfers to Kenyan recipients. Future research should
test whether narratives shift preferences across different types of
aid—for instance, cash versus in-kind gifts—and among individuals who are actively seeking out giving opportunities.
Discussion
Is it possible to deliver aid with dignity? Our results suggest yes.
The present research provides both conceptual and methodological tools to begin to achieve this aspiration.
We show that using narratives that represent aid as a means to
empower recipients in culturally resonant ways cannot only
counteract the stigma commonly associated with poverty and the
receipt of aid, but also give recipients the psychological freedom
to take steps toward building their capabilities. As compared to
the common program structure that gives aid in-kind (e.g., as food or
livelihood support), unconditional cash transfers give recipients
choice in how to spend aid dollars and consequently can increase
feelings of autonomy and respect (51). Yet the benefits of this
structural change in aid programs may not be fully realized if the
accompanying narratives undermine the dignity of their recipients.
Changing aid narratives is an inexpensive design feature, yet one that
must reflect models of agency that resonate in a local community.
Toward this end, we provide evidence that a methodology—local
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forecasting—could be a promising method to efficiently identify
effective narratives in a given sociocultural context.
How can program designers construct aid messages that afford
dignity across diverse cultural contexts? Our results suggest that
effective narratives will avoid a deficit focus while leveraging
culturally resonant models of agency to empower recipients. A
reasonable first assumption is that, in many low-income communities, the predominant model of agency will be relatively interdependent. By contrast, many program designers, researchers,
and donors in WEIRD contexts are likely to practice and promote
an independent type of empowerment (18). The narratives examined in the present studies reflected piloting with members of
low-income urban communities in Nairobi, as well as a broader
literature suggesting that people in such communities are familiar
with both models of agency, even as the interdependent model
may predominate. Indeed, while both empowerment narratives
tended to produce more positive responses than the Poverty Alleviation narrative, the Community Empowerment narrative,
which prioritized recipients’ relationship to their communities,
yielded the broadest and most robust benefits. Participants also
correctly forecasted that the Community Empowerment message
would be the most effective in motivating recipients’ choice to
build business skills. These results suggest that positive outcomes
were not due merely to the salience of the idea of “empowerment”
alone. Rather, the form of empowerment may matter. Future
experiments should further seek to disentangle the impacts of
individual- versus community-focused empowerment in diverse
sociocultural contexts. Overall, program designers delivering aid in
non-WEIRD, low-income contexts might productively begin with
messages focused on interdependent forms of agency (27, 52) and
then evaluate and iterate on them using local forecasts and other
methods as appropriate.
Our results contribute theoretical and methodological advances to an emerging field of behavioral science in international
development (53, 54), and thus suggest important future directions. First, although recipients’ behavior and stigma at the time
of receiving aid is not to be undervalued, study 1 is a laboratory
experiment and as such examines only initial impacts of aid
narratives. The study raises critical questions about how aid
narratives are most often conveyed to recipients and the longer
term psychological, behavioral, and economic consequences of
shifting aid narratives communicated in the course of program
implementation. Such effects are especially important to understand given that changes in how people make sense of themselves
and what they are capable of can, in some cases, yield long-lasting,
self-reinforcing improvements in people’s lives (4). If people invest
more in their skills and view their capabilities, relationships, and
futures more positively, are they better able to develop these capabilities and take up economic opportunities to sustain gains in
their financial and personal well-being? In addressing these
questions, it is important to foreground the role of the context,
including whether contexts afford opportunities for improvement
both objectively (e.g., can improved business skills enhance recipients’ livelihoods in the local economy?) and psychologically
(e.g., can an empowered and culturally resonant aid narrative be
legitimate and thus sustained in the local social context?) (55). In
studying effects over time in defined contexts, we can begin to
understand the ways in which dignity in aid can be delivered in
cost-effective and scalable ways.
Second, the relative accuracy of local forecasts to moderately
sized experimental pilots bears replication and additional research to identify boundary conditions, including why forecasts
may be more effective than experimental pilots and whether the
advantage of forecasting generalizes to other psychosocial interventions, sociocultural contexts, and forecaster populations.
For instance, is it important that forecasts were made by individuals who were study participants and thus experienced one aid
narrative themselves? Or is it important that they were from a
Thomas et al.

Materials and Methods
This research was approved by the Stanford Institutional Review Board.
Participants provided informed consent.
Cash Transfer Program Mission Statements. We searched recent systematic
reviews of cash transfer programs in low- and middle-income countries
(supplemented with Google searches of key terms) and identified the 30
largest cash transfer programs in Africa (SI Appendix, section S1). The mission statements, which listed the stated program objectives, were extracted
from the organization’s official website and documents where available, or
otherwise from a partner’s or organizing body’s website. Mission statements
were coded by two independent coders for the presence of the following
themes: “poverty alleviation” and “empowerment,” and, within “empowerment,” “community” processes or outcomes (SI Appendix, section S1 for
more details). Our analysis for this section was not prespecified.
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Study 1: Experimental Impacts of Aid Narratives on Recipients.
Recruitment. A total of 565 participants were recruited by the Busara Center
for Behavioral Economics from two low-income settlements in Nairobi,
Kenya. Surveys were completed at either the Busara Center’s main laboratory, or the nearest of six rented community spaces. During recruitment,
participants were informed that they would receive as appreciation KES 200
(approximately $2.00) for participating.
Protocol. Surveys were completed with the assistance of survey enumerators
using tablet computers, and all materials were presented in either English or
Swahili. After completing a consent form, participants received a KES 400 cash
transfer and their randomly assigned message, followed by questions that
encouraged recipients to reflect on the message themes, thus reinforcing
them. Participants were then led through psychological and behavioral outcomes, followed by evaluations of the aid organization message (SI Appendix,
section S2 describes these in detail).
Statistical methods. Statistical analysis for study 1 was prespecified in a preanalysis plan, which we posted on https://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/
2388. A detailed description of this analysis can also be found in SI Appendix,
section S4.
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(“Out of 10 people who were told the same message, how many do you
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asked to predict only the first video choice for simplicity. To incentivize respondents to take these forecasting questions seriously, participants were
told that some participants would be randomly selected to receive an additional payment of up to KES 50 (approximately $0.50, or a quarter of the
average daily wage), depending on their prediction accuracy. After the
study was completed, incentive winners were randomly selected, and
accuracy-based payments were distributed. More details can be found in SI
Appendix, section S5.
Statistical methods. We conducted regression analysis on forecast results, with
SEs clustered at the individual level. As noted, results were robust to controlling for forecasters’ condition assignment. For the bootstrap simulation
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Study 3: Experimental Impacts of Aid Narratives on Donations.
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Statistical methods. We again prespecified our statistical tests, which we posted
on https://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/3679. A detailed description
of this analysis can be found in SI Appendix, section S4.
Data Availability. The datasets and R code for all studies can be found on the
Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/pg3cw/ (DOI: 10.17605/OSF.IO/
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more interdependent culture? On the latter, emerging evidence
suggests that lower income individuals dedicate more attention
to and are better at reading other people’s behavior and emotions than higher income individuals (56, 57), an orientation
toward others that reflects and is fostered by more interdependent models of agency. If so, lower income, more interdependent
populations may provide more accurate forecasts of peers’ behavioral responses than higher income, more independent populations. In contexts where individuals are not as strong in
predicting others’ behavior, forecasts may be less accurate, and
experimental tests or other methods may be necessary.
Together, the present studies highlight the importance of a
recipient-centered approach, both in using locally resonant
narratives of empowerment and in the methods used to craft and
select these narratives. It is often thought that policy reforms
have their effects primarily through their objective qualities, such
as the nature, amount, or timing of aid. Yet narratives that reinforce stigmatizing views of recipients and that fail to tap into
culturally resonant forms of agency can function as barriers to
the realization of aid’s aspirations to empower. Overall, we suggest
that developing a science of how to deliver aid in ways that afford
dignity to recipients may help aid achieve its more transformative
potential.
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